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Engineering Slavery: The U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers and Slavery at Key West
by Mark A. Smith

T

wo days after President Abraham Lincoln's Emancipation
Proclamation went into effect,James Filor, a southern slaveholder and resident of Key West, Florida, mailed a remarkable letter to the president Filor wrote to convince Lincoln to
include Key West with the loyal areas of the South exempted from
the proclamation. After assuring the president of Key West's loyalty, Filor pressed his claim for an exemption by arguing that agents
of the United States government had induced Key West citizens to
purchase additional slaves in the antebellum years. He wrote that
"slave property [on Key West] . .. has been at various times increased
at the assurance of Arrny officers of constant employment on the
Public Works." The "Public Works" in question were forts Taylor
and Jefferson, and the "Army officers" were members of the United
States Army Corps of Engineers overseeing the construction of the
two forts. Fort Taylor was located just a few hundred yards off the
shore of Key West; Fort Jefferson was built approximately seventy
miles west of the island on Garden Key in the Dry Tortugas. They
were part of the Third System of coastal defense, an integrated and
comprehensive national defense policy centered around the masonry fortifications that the engineers built along the nation's coast
between 1815 and 1867. Like other Third System fortifications constructed in the South during the antebellum period, forts Taylor
Mark A. Smith earned his Ph.D. at The University of Alabama in 2004. He is in his
year as an Assistant Professor of History at The Fort Valley State
third academi,~
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and Jefferson were built using hired slaves for unskilled labor. At
Key West, the Corps of Engineers was heavily involved in the practice of slave leasing, and the engineers' involvement helped to solidIfy slavery on the island. Their need for workers created economic
opportunities for area slave owners and provided an incentive for
enlarging Key West's population of bondsmen. Unintentionally, the
federal government strengthened slavery on Key West and did so
without introducing the social tensions associated with slave hiring.
The government need for labor paralleled the interests of those
slaveholders with bondsmen for hire. As a result, the engineers
often actively represented the needs of Key West's slave owners.'
Before construction began on the forts, Key West was little
more than a small frontier city. Fewer than 700 souls lived on the
island in 1840, and most of the inhabitants were white. Less than
one-third of the inhabitants (200) were black, and only slightly
more than half of them were slaves; one writer of the late nineteenth century deemed the island's entire 1840 African-American
population to be "unappreciable." Most of Key West's inhabitants
were involved in salvage wrecking, the recovery of ships and ship
cargoes that had foundered on the treacherous Florida Reefs of
which Key West is a part. The focus on wreck salvaging may explain
why slavery was only weakly rooted on the island. Without plantation agriculture, the need for a large number of slaves diminished;
most of Key West's slaves were household servant^.^
James Filor to Abraham Lincoln, 3January 1863, Abraham Lincoln Papers at the
Libra? of Congress, Manuscript Division, transcribed and annotated by the
Lincoln Studies Center, Knox College, Galesburg, IL (Washington, DC:
American Memory Project, [2000-2001]), http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/
alhunl/alhome.htrnl, accessed by the author, 18 November 2006; Mark
Andrew Smith, "The Corps of Engineers and National Defense in Antebellum
America, 1815-1860," Ph.D. dissertation (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama,
2004), 79-121; "Payroll Vouchers, Accounts Current, and Abstracts of
Disbursements, 1845-61,"Entry 1229 (cited hereafter by entry number),
Records of the Office of the Chief Engineers, Record Group 77 (cited hereafter as "RG7'7"),National Archives and Records Administration Southeastern
Branch, Morrow, Georgia (cited hereafter as "NARA SEW).
Walter C. Maloney, A Sketch of the Histmy of Kq West, Florida (1876; reprint,
Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1969), 54; Sharon Wells, Fmgotten
Legacy: Black in Nineteenth Century Key West (Key West, FL: Key West Historic
Preservation Board, 1982), 1415;Jefferson B. Browne, Key West: The Old and
the New (1912, reprint with introduction and index by E. Ashby Harnmond,
Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1973), 1'71; Maureen Ogle, Kq West:
Histmy of an Island Dream (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2003), 1012. Quote from Browne. The precise numbers of Key West's 1840 population were 688 total inhabitants, 76 free blacks, and 96 slaves. See Maloney, 54.
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By the time engineers arrived in the Florida Reefs, they had
been hiring slaves for several years. Their use of slave laborers
was almost as old as the Third System itself. Engineer records
from the early 1820s detail the use of slave laborers as early as
1818 at Mobile Point, site of work on the oldest new-construction Third System fort, Fort Morgan. By the mid-1820s, naval
officers supervising the construction of a navy yard in Pensacola,
Florida, had adopted the precedent established by the engineers
and leased slaves for unskilled labor. But the navy yard in
Pensacola could not provide steady employment for even the
limited number of bondsmen in the city. By the end of the
decade, the naval officers had reduced their labor force and
returned many of the leased slaves to their owners. When the
navy reduced its leasing practices in Pensacola, the engineers
took over. By the late 1820s, the Corps of Engineers was stockpiling materials for the construction of Third System defenses,
and when William H. Chase arrived to superintend the
Pensacola project, the engineers quickly became the major
renter of local slaves. Chase employed the same system of slave
leasing that would be in use two decades later in Key West. By
the time the engineers came to South Florida in the mid-1840s,
the army had become the federal government's principal leaser
of slaves, and within the U.S. Army, the Corps of Engineers was
the major slave employer.3
When the engineers brought their peculiar system of slave
hiring to Key West, they strengthened slavery on the island. The
engineers depended on slaves for unskilled labor, in part,
because they have few other options. Key West, on the very edge
of the tropics, had a distinctly unhealthy reputation, and white
workers could not be enticed to the area during the summer
months. As a consequence, slaves worked on both forts almost
from the beginning. Bondsmen began working on what would

3.

4.

Ernest F. Dibble, Ante-Bellum Pensacola and the Militay Presence, Pensacola
Series Commemorating the American Revolution Bicentennial 3 (Pensacola,
FL: Pensacola/Escambia Development Commission, 1974), 12, 15, 61-62;
Ernest F. Dibble, "Slave Rentals to the Military: Pensacola and the Gulf Coast,"
Civil War History 13, no. 2 (June 1977): 101-104, 108; "Fortifications on
Dauphin Island" 7 February 1825, in American State Papers, Class V, Militay
Affairs, vol. I1 (Washington, DC: Gales & Seaton, 1834), 830-832.
Albert Manucy, "The Gibraltar of the Gulf of Mexico," Florida Historical
Quarterly, Vol. 21, No. 4 (April 1943): 302-331: 308; George Dutton to J. G.
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become Fort Taylor in the spring of 1845, and they started in the
Dry Tortugas two years later.4
The increase in Key West's slave population can be demonstrated using census and tax records from the 1840s and 1850s.
Half a decade before the engineers came to Key West, there
were only 96 slaves on the island, but five years after the fort construction began the number of enslaved inhabitants had risen to
430, and remained near that figure for the next decade.
Certainly a considerable portion of this increase was part of the
overall population growth on the island. The white population
expanded at the same time, from 516 in 1840 to nearly 2,100 by
1850, and 2,300 on the eve of the Civil War. A careful examination of the city's population statistics, however, evidences the
engineers' influence in the growth of slavery. Between 1840 and
1850, when the engineers began their construction project, the
slave population increased nearly 350 percent. In that same
decade the free white population only rose by 305 percent.
These numbers do not suggest that the engineers were responsible for all or even most of the growth in the slave population,
but their need for labor did accelerate the expansion of slavery
beyond state and national trends. For each one percent
increase in Florida's slave population (1840-1850), the state's
white population grew by 1.38 percent. Nationally, the white
population expanded by 1.31 percent for each percent of
growth in the slave population. On Key West, the slave population grew faster than the white population. For each percent
increase of the island's slaves in the same period, the white population grew by 0.8'7 percent. Moreover, if the approximately
sixty-five Key West slaves working on the forts in 1850 are factored out of the island's population growth, then demographic
patterns on the island approached state and national norms.
Without including the engineers' hired slaves, for each percent
of growth in the island's slave population, the white population
grew by 1.09 percent. Although this does not reach the state
ratio of 1.38:l or the national ratio of 1.31:1, it does show that

Totten, 22 May 1846, Letters Sent Relating to Fortifications 1845-1879,Entry
1196 (cited hereafter by entry number), RG77, NARA SE; George Dutton to
M. Harrison, 1July 1846, Entry 1196, RG'77, NARA SE.
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without the engineering project, slave populations on Key West
would not have grown as quickly as the white p ~ p u l a t i o n . ~
The gender breakdown of Key West's slaves provides additional evidence of the engineers' role in expanding slavery on the
island. In 1840, before the engineers arrived, most Key West slaves
were domestic servants, and in that year there was a significantly
higher proportion of women among the island's slaves. Almost
sixty percent of them were women, f~ty-sixout of the total ninetysix. Ten years later, this gender imbalance had almost completely
reversed itself. In 1850, men accounted for almost fifty-five percent of the island's slaves (235 out of 430), an indicator perhaps of
the engineers' preference for men who could perform the heavy
labor necessary to build their forts. Moreover, this imbalance in
favor of men continued throughout the 1850s' and the slaves at
work on the engineers' projects accounted for nearly the entire
disparity in 1850 when male slaves outnumbered females by forty.
On average, thirty-four slaves worked at Fort Taylor each year. In
1850, an average year, the engineers at Fort Taylor hired thirtyfour slaves, thirty-three of whom came from Key West. Because of
the similarity of the appropriations for forts Jefferson and Taylor,
one can assume at least that many slaves were also working in the
Dry Tortugas. Thus, approximately sixty-six Key West slaves were
employed at the construction sites on the Florida Reefs in 1850;
this figure exceeds number that tipped the slave population gender imbalance in favor of men. Exclusive of the male slaves working on forts Taylor and Jefferson, Key West's slave population
maintained a gender balance slightly in favor of women. These statistics seem to confirm that Key West's slave owners acquired more
5.

United States Census Bureau, Sixth Census oJthe United States, 1840 (National
Archives Microfilm Publication M704, roll 36, cited hereafter as "1840
Monroe County Census"), Records of the Bureau of the Census, Record
Group 29 (cited hereafter as "RG29"), National Archives Building,
Washington, DC (cited hereafter as "NARA Main"); United States Census
Bureau, Seventh Census of the United States, 1850 (National Archives Microfilm
Publication M432, roll 60, cited hereafter as "1850 Monroe County Slave
Schedules"),RG29, NARA Main; Wells, Forgotten Legacy, 17; Canter Brown,Jr.,
Ossian Binglg Hart: Florida's Loyalist Reconstruction Gavernor (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1997), 69; Wells, Fingotten Legacy, 17; United
States, Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial
Times to 1970 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1975), 14;
United States, Census Office, The Sevmth Census of the United States, 1850
(Washington,DC: Robert Armstrong, 1853, cited hereafter as "1850 Monroe
County Census"), 402.
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slave men and therefore increased the island's slave population to
meet the engineers' demand for labor by purchasing bondsmen
they otherwise would not have needed.6
The engineers' influence on Key West's peculiar institution
can also be tracked by the size and composition of slaveholdings
on the islands. Before the engineers arrived, most Key West slaves
were women, and most owners owned few slaves because they
served primarily as domestic servants. But the engineers altered
this pattern of slaveholding. In 1840, only five Key West slaveholders had more than five slaves each. But in 1850, after the engineers
had arrived, twenty-six people held more than five slaves, and four
years later, twenty-five slaveholders had holdings of that size. In
1840 the island's largest slaveholder, Felicia Whalton, held only
eight slaves, but in 1850 Thomas Stamps had become the largest
slave-owner,with twenty-nine. And in 1859William Dennis was the
island's largest slaveholder, also with twenty-nine slaves. Not only
did more whites acquire slaves, but the size of individual slaveholdings also rose after the engineers arrived. The engineers could not
have been entirely responsible for this expansion of slaves and
slaveholdings, but they were a significant factor. As seen on Table
I, approximately nine percent of Key West slaves worked on Fort
Taylor over the entire period under consideration. But the close
similarity of funding, operations, and labor needs between forts
Jefferson and Taylor, makes it reasonable to assume that a similar
percentage of the island's bondsmen labored at Fort Jefferson as
well. This suggests that about seventeen percent of Key West slaves
worked for the engineers between 1845 and 1860.'
Such statistical evidence, while powerful, is not overwhelming
by itself, but it is possible to study the size of the slave population
on an almost annual basis by examining Monroe County tax
records for the late 1840s and 1850s. The data derived from these
--

6.

'7.

Wells, Forgotten Legacy, 1415; 1840 Monroe County Census; 1850 Monroe
County Slave Schedules; Florida Comptroller's Office, Tax Rolls, Monroe
County, Eom'da, 1845-1860[incomplete], microfilm (Salt Lake City, UT: The
Genealogical Society, 1956, cited hereafter as "Monroe County Tax Rolls");
1850 Monroe County Slave Schedules; E. B. Hunt, AStatement of the Number
of Slaves Employed on Fort Taylor since Its Beginning" (Enclosure in E. B.
Hunt To H. G. Wright, 24 February 1858), Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE;
William H. Foster, "This Place is Safe; Engineer Operations at Fort Zachary
Taylor, Florida, 1845-1865" (master's thesis, Florida State University, 1974),
22-23.
1840 Monroe County Census; 1850 Monroe County Slave Schedules; Entry
1229, RG77, NARA SE.
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records can be compared to the amount of money the engineers'
expended on their construction projects as well as the annual
labor expenditures at Fort Taylor. The results, which are displayed
on Table 2, are striking. Based on available information, Key
West's slave population seems to have risen and fallen in relation
to the engineers' expenditures, especially slave-leasing expenditures, although the changes in the slave population seem to have
lagged slightly behind the changes in the engineers' spending.
This suggests that the white citizens of Key West tailored their
slaveholdings to the engineers' needs, a view supported by the Fort
Taylor payroll records. These monthly records provide the name
of each slave leased by the engineers and identify the slave's owner
or the owner's leasing agent. By comparing the names of the slaveholders with census and tax records for Monroe County, Florida, it
is possible to estimate the number of leased slaves from Key West.
Approximately ninety percent of the engineers' hired slaves came
from Key West over the entire period (see also Table I), a figure
that confirms the engineers' reliance on local labor.8
The demographic and statistical evidence that Key West slaveholders bought slaves specifically to lease them to the engineers is
also supported by James Filor's 1863letter to Lincoln. In his effort
to obtain an exemption from the Emancipation Proclamation,
Filor connected the engineers and the growth of slavery on Key
West by arguing that "slave property [on Key West] . . . has been at
various times increased at the assurance of Army officers of constant employment on the Public work^."^
It is a historical irony that the engineers-agents of a limited
federal government and mostly northerners, who would later fight
against the South and its slave-based society-helped the peculiar
institution gain a stronger foothold in the frontier town of Key
West. They did so at a time when slavery and its expansion was
becoming a major factor in the nation's political discourse. Not
that the engineers played this role purposefully. Indeed, their
main concern was focused on getting the labor they needed to
8.

9.

Entry 1229, RG77, NARA SE; Monroe County Tax Rolls; 1850 Monroe County
Census; United States, Census Ofice, The United States in 1860; CmrtpiledJi-om
the Original Returns of the Eighth Census, Under the Direction of the Secretary of the
Interim (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1864, cited hereafter
as "1860 Monroe County Census"), 55.
Filor to Lincoln, 3 January 1863, Abraham Lincoln Papers at the Library of
Congress, http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/alhtml/alhome.html, accessed by
the author, 18 November 2006.
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complete the two Third System forts along the Florida Reefs. But
their attempts to acquire this labor expanded slavery on Key West
and had effects far beyond the construction of their forts.
One of these effects touched the daily lives of the slaves hired
by the engineers. Several historians have commented on the
relaxed racial mores in antebellum Key West, remarking in particular on the custom of self-hire,which was prominent on the island.
According to this practice, slaves hired out their own time, made
all arrangements on their own, and then provided a specified
amount of their earnings to their masters. These self-hiring slaves
retained whatever remained of their wages. These relative advantages, however, did not extend equally to all slaves. Of the more
than 400 slaves who worked on Fort Taylor at one time or another
before the Civil War only one appears to have hired his own time
to the engineers, and this single bondsman, Hector Rogers,
remained on the payrolls for only two months. All the other hired
slaves appear to have been hired out by their owners, rather than
self-hired. Unlike many urban slaves, who enjoyed some autonomy, the slaves leased to the engineers at Key West often were treated quite harshly.lo
The first slaves began work on what would become Fort Taylor
in April 1845, and two years later, eleven slaves arrived on Garden
Key in the Dry Tortugas to construct the fort that would eventually be named in honor of America's third president. In accordance
with governmental policy that originated in the early 1840s, the
work day at the two forts was set at ten hours, usually from '7a.m.
until sunset, with a one-hour lunch break signaled by the overseer's bell around noon. The workday was long, and the work,
although unskilled, was diff~cult. Slaves erected temporary buildings for workshops and officers' quarters, and structures to house
workmen both black and white. They cleared the ground for construction, maintained the roads needed to move materials, built
the wharves to receive supplies, unloaded the materials on arrival,
and hauled those items either to storage or work sites. They dug
10. Ogle, Key West, 46; Larry Eugene Rivers, Slavmy i n Florida: Territorial Days to
Emancipation (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2000), 79, 81; Brown,
Ossian Bingley Ha@ 70; Robert S. Starobin, Industrial Slavery i n the Old South
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), 9-10; Entry 1229, RG77, NARA SE;
L. D. Rogers to [blank], 1 July 1847, Fort Taylor Miscellaneous Letters
Received and Copies of Letters Sent 1845-1908, Entry 1226 (cited hereafter
by entry number), RG77, NARA SE.
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the foundations, collected and broke up local stone and coral to
make concrete, poured the concrete into the forms, and assisted
the mostly white carpenters and masons as necessary. They performed all this work and more in the subtropical climate of Key
West and the Dry Tortugas." Not all the slave laborers engaged by
the engineers were unskilled, however. Most of the time there
were a few slave mechanics like John Moreno, a blacksmith who
spent nearly five years working on Fort Taylor in the later 1850s, or
Boston Browne, a mason at the same fort during the same period,
or Harry Bracewell, who worked as both a mason and a stone cutter at different times during the late 1850s. As historian Ernest
Dibble points out in his study of slave leasing to the military along
Florida's Gulf Coast, skilled work men like John, Boston, and
Harry "were better prepared to find a place in the local economy
when freedom was gained." Such a benefit applied to very few of
the bondsmen hired by the engineers; almost ninety-five percent
of the slaves at Fort Taylor whose occupation was identified were
unskilled workers.12
When not working, the slaves were housed on site. At Garden
Key, they lived with the white workmen in a segregated two-story
11. George Dutton, "Fortifications on the Florida Reef, Pay Roll for April & May
1845," Entry 1229, RG77, NARA SE; H. G. Wright to J. G. Totten, 1June 1847,
Letters Received 1826-66, Series 11, Entry 18 (cited hereafter by entry number), RG 77, NARA Main; George Dutton, [Order], 1 September 1857,
Letters Sent Relating to Fortifications, Entry 1196, RG77 NARA SE (cited
hereafter by entry number); G. Dutton, [Notice], 7 May 1852, Entry 1196,
RG77, NARA SE; Order No. 1 , 4 September 1853, Entry 1196, RG'7'7, NARA
SE; Edwin C. Bearss, F m Pickens: Histon'c Structure Report, Histmical Data Secticrn,
1822-1895 (Denver, CO: Denver Service Center, National Parks Service,
1983), 112-13; H. G. Wright, "Monthly Report of Operations at Fort on
Garden Key, Tortugas Islds. Fa. for the month of May 1847" (Enclosure in H.
G. Wright to J. G. Totten, 1June 1847), Entry 18, RG77, NARA Main; G.
Dutton to J. G. Totten, 22 June 1849, Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE; J. M.
Scanitt, "Monthly Report of Operations at Key West, Fort Taylor, for May
1853," Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE; J. M. Scarritt, "Monthly Report of
Operations at Fort Taylor Key West for June 1853," Entry 1196, RG77, NARA
SE;J. M. Scarritt, "Monthly Report of Operations at Fort Taylor for July 1853,"
Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE; W. H. Chase to J. G. Totten, 14 December 1854,
Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE;John Sanders to Jos. G. Totten, 31January 1857,
Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE; Manucy, "Gibraltar of the Gulf," 308; Edwin C.
Bearss, Fort JeJerson: Histm'c Structure Report, Histmical Data Section, 1846-1898
(Denver, CO: Denver Service Center, National Parks Service, 1983), 44,78-79.
12. Entry 1229, RG77, NARA SE; Dibble, "Slave Rentals," 112.
The percentage of unskilled workers at Fort Taylor was computed by the
number of months that slaves actually spent at work on the fort, excluding
time missed for illness or other reasons. Slaves worked a total of '7,079
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barracks, with whites on the top floor and blacks on the bottom.
Opportunities for recreation, especially at the more isolated Fort
Jefferson, were limited. Both the white and black workmen commonly enjoyed swimming and fishing in the waters around Garden
Key, and the slave owners sometimes sent treats such as tobacco to
their bondsmen. Slaves also received occasional furloughs to Key
West, seventy miles east by boat. Nevertheless, the workmen at
Fort Jefferson often suffered from low morale because of the isolated nature of the Dry Tortugas. The superintending engineer at
Garden Key reported in early 1848 that after only three months in
the Tortugas, his white workmen were ready to leave at the first
opportunity. The slaves, of course, had no such opportunities.13
Being hired to the engineers at Key West or the Dry Tortugas
probably made family life difficult, though not impossible, for the
bondsmen. Since the leased slaves lived at the government works,
no doubt many were separated from their families, but this likelihood was mitigated somewhat by two different practices, one at
each of the forts. At Fort Taylor proximity reduced family separation. With the work site only a few hundred yards off shore, bondsmen enjoyed greater access to their families. At Fort Jefferson, on
the other hand, slaves were sometimes permitted to bring their families with them. Often, slaves hired out to the engineers on Garden
Key were allowed to bring their wives, who then worked as laundresses for the officers, workmen, and civilian personnel on the
island. At the same time, some slaves on Garden Key formed relationships with slaves owned by civilians working for the engineers.
A Mrs. Fogarty was in charge of running the mess hall for the men
working on FortJefferson, and her slave, Eliza, was married to Jack,
one of the slaves hired by the engineers to help construct the fort.
Jack and Eliza managed to approximate a normal family life in the
Tortugas, finding semi-private quarters where the lived together.14
months on Fort Taylor from 1845 to 1861, and of all those months, occupations were identified for 6,993 (or nearly ninety-nine percent). Of the 6,993
months of work per slave that had a job category listed, 6,589 (or slightly
more than ninety-four percent) were described as "laborer"or some variant
thereof.
13. Bearss, Fmt Jeffmsoson, 35, 57-58, 60, 177; Clayton Dale Roth Jr., "The Military
Utilization of Key West and the Dry Tortugas from 1822-1900," M A . Thesis
(University of Miami, 1970), 64; Manucy, "Gibraltar of the Gulf,"308.
14. Bearss, Fmt J$Jeyson, 177; Thomas Reid, America's Fortras: A Histmy of Fmt
JefSerson, @y Tortugas, Rnorida, Florida History and Culture Series (Gainesville:
University Press of Florida, 2006), 26-27.
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The limited fmily life and few amenities available to the slaves at
forts Jefferson and Taylor, however, in no way mitigated the horrors
of slavery in general or the particular disadvantages of being hired to
the engineers, as illustrated by the several escapes or attempted
escapes from these two works. In the summer of 184'7,only a couple
of months after the first slaves arrived on Garden Key, one of the bestplanned escapes almost succeeded. In the early morning darkness of
Saturday, July 10, 1847,Jerry Mason, Jack English, George English,
John Thompson, Ephraim Mallory, Howard Mallory, and Robert
Mallory made a bid for freedom in an extraordinarily well-planned
and well-executed operation. They left the Tortugas between
12:30a.m. and '7a.m. in four boats loaded down with a supply of food,
extra clothing, a stolen telescope, and several axes. Before casting
off, they disabled every other vessel that would float to cut off pursuit.
Perhaps in the hope of a disorganized response, the seven conspirators also chose to abandon their servitude while the superintending
engineer, Lt. Horatio G. Wright, was absent from the works.
Apparently they planned to head for the Bahamas and freedom.
Unfortunately, their preparations could not secure their freedom.15
Although Lt. Wright was not present when the slaves escaped,
the clerk and physician, Dr. Daniel W. Whitehurst, organized a
pursuit. Whitehurst, a slave owner, occasionally leased his own
slaves to the engineers, and he understood the desire of other owners for the return of their property. When the doctor noticed the
absence of seven slaves at dawn on Saturday, he ordered the workmen to raise the Victor, a small boat in bad repair that was sitting in
shallow water near the works "with every Seam open and sunk."
After an hour's work patching holes and recaulking the seams on
the Victor, Whitehurst and a few others set off after their quarry.
Although this makeshift posse in its hastily-repaired vessel did
come within sight of the escapees, the slaves proved the better
sailors. They rendered their slowest vessel unseaworthy and fled
southwards pulling at the oars on that calm day. Whitehurst gave
up and returned to Garden Key, but the slaves were apprehended
a few days later and returned to their owners on Key West.16
15. H. G. Wright to J. G. Totten, 21July 184'7, Entry 18, RG77, NARA Main; D. W.
Whitehurst to H. G. Wright, 12July 1847 (Enclosure in H. G. Wright to J. G.
Totten, 21 July 1847), Entry 18, RG77, NARA Main; Bearss, Fmt Jefferson, 44.
16. D. W. Whitehurst to H. G. Wright, 12July 1847 (Enclosure in H. G. Wright to
J. G. Totten, 21 July 1847), Entry 18, RG77, NARA Main; H. G. Wright to J. G.
Totten, 21 July 1847, Entry 18, RG77, NAFL4 Main; Bearss, Fmt Je&son, 44-45.
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After the runaways were recaptured, Lt. Wright made some
changes to the Garden Key operations. First, he identified the
leaders of the escape attempt as Jerry Mason and Jack English, and
he concluded that the other five men "were Enticed away" by Jerry
and Jack, both of whom Wright discharged. The other five men
were sent back to work in the Tortugas. Although unsuccessful in
securing their freedom, Jerry and Jack's escape did remove them
from the Tortugas. However, since their dismissal from the works
denied their masters the wages they earned, it is likely they were
punished for the losses their actions produced."
In addition to dismissing the ringleaders, Wright also moved
to prevent future escape attempts by establishing a night guard on
Garden Key. He hired the island's lighthouse keeper, a Capt.
Thompson, to guard the facility for a dollar per night. Not only
would the new night watch reduce the possibility of uprisings or
escapes, but Wright also thought it would make it easier for him to
hire slaves in the future. As the young lieutenant put it, the guard
"had the effect of assuring the owners of the security of their slaves
so that their [sic] will be no difficulty in obtaining as many men as
may be required in future."18
The failed 1847 escape attempt, however, proved to be the first
of several. In early February 1858,July Browne, Frank McCall, and
Griffin Carey, along with their families and several others, stole a
boat, escaped from Fort Taylor, and made it to the Bahamas. Only
a month later, York Carey, Levin Browne, Stephen White, Mat
White, Valentine McCall, and Charles McCall laid plans to repeat
that accomplishment. Unfortunately, the six men were caught and
dismissed from the Fort Taylor workforce. While this may have
created a financial loss for their owners, Lt. Edward B. Hunt at Fort
Taylor tried to cushion the blow by allowing the affected slave owners to provide replacements for the dismissed slaves.1g

-

17. H. G. Wright to J. G. Totten, 21 July 1847, Entry 18, RG77, NARA Main;
Bearss, Fmt J$fmson, 45.
18. Ibid. Quote from Wright to Totten.
19. E. B. Hunt to H. G. Wright, 24 February 1858, Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE;
"Key West Correspondence," Tallahassee FZoridian and Journal, 20 February
1858; "The Key West Runaways Arrived at the Bahamas,"Tallahassee FZmidian
andjournaZ, 20 March 1858; Entry 1229, RG77, NARA SE; E. B. Hunt to Mr.
Weedon, 6 April 1858, Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE; E. B. Hunt to W. C.
Maloney, Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE; E. B. Hunt to Jos. B. Browne, Entry
1196, RG77, NARA SE.
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The effects of the engineers7slave leasing at Key West, however, were not entirely negative for the slaves. The leasing system did
provided a few minor advantages, most notably the opportunity for
"extra pay." This practice allowed the slaves to acquire small
amounts of money with which to purchase property or amenities.
As was customary, the slaves were allowed Sundays off from work,
but under the engineers, those bondsmen who wished to continue
work on Sundays or other holidays could do so. Payment for this
extra work was made directly to the slaves, rather than their masters, as is clear from the numerous Fort Taylor "extra pay" rolls and
pay receipts, to which the illiterate slaves "made their mark" to
denote receipt of their wages. This was not the case for their regular pay, which was signed for by their owners or their owners'
agents.*O
This practice of paying the slaves themselves for work done on
their own time was not unusual. According to historian Richard C .
Wade, the Tredegar Iron Works in Richmond and the entire
Richmond tobacco industry paid slaves for work performed outside their regular hours, Historian Robert S. Starobin notes that
these "'Overwork' payments," as he calls them, "were common to
almost every type of southern industry" because of the advantages
they created. Owners and employers supported the practice
because the payments were an effective way to get slaves to do
more work, and they promoted good discipline. While allowing
slaves to accumulate some small amounts of money or property,
these extra work payments also served to reinforce their dependence on their white owners or hirers because what was allowed to
them as a privilege could be denied as a punishmentF1
Slave hiring by the engineers affected the slaves who were
hired and the slaveholders who leased their property to the government. The most obvious of these effects were financial; the
owners received a monthly wage for their slaves' work. When Lt.
Wright hired the first dozen slaves for Fort Jefferson, he paid their

20. Entry 1229, RG77, NARA SE; Fort at Key West Voucher No. 19, Simon
Mallory, 30 September 1849, Entry 1229, RG77 NARA SE; Fort at Key West
Voucher No. 12, Simon English, 31 March 1852, Entry 1229, RG77, NARA SE.
21. Richard C. Wade, S l a v q in the Cities: The South, 18261860 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1964), 3436; Starobin, Industrial Slavery, 99, 102-104 (quote
from 99).
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owners twenty dollars a month for the services of the bondsmen.
This amount was higher than Wright had expected, but it was the
lowest rate he could negotiate; these wages only rose over time.
Masters whose slaves worked on Fort Taylor could expect to
receive, on average, twentysix dollars per slave each month in
1845, and this monthly average increased to nearly thirty-one dollars per month in 1861. For the entire period, the average monthly wage for slave owners with bondsmen at Fort Taylor was almost
twenty-eight dollars.22
In addition to the monthly wages, slaveholders also benefited
financially because slave hiring relieved them of much of the cost
of support. It appears that slave owners assumed responsibility only
for clothing their leased bondsmen. The engineers took care of the
rest. The wage of twenty dollars per month that Lt. Wright paid the
owners for his first slave laborers represented only part of the slaveholders' compensation. Wright also had to provide food, shelter,
and medical treatment to the slaves he leased, and this seems to
have been the case at both forts for most of the period, although
except sometimes medical services were dropped from the bargain.
The major exception to these policies came at Fort Taylor when
Maj. William H. Chase was the superintending engineer from late
1854 through 1855. Chase, who had extraordinarily large appropriations during his tenure, repeatedly attempted to hire more slaves
for the Fort Taylor workforce. In his efforts to supplement his labor
force, Chase offered slaveholders up to $1.50 per day for their
bondsmen, but he insisted that "The masters furnish food, clothes,
medical attendance &c." Chase could find no additional slave
laborers for these terms, although part of his difficulty may have
stemmed from the fact he had to supplement his supply of Key
West bondsmen by attempting to acquire slave laborers from areas
beyond the small island. Slave owners unfamiliar with the engineers' operations or at a great distance from Key West may have
harbored concerns about the security of their bondsmen.23
22. H. G. Wright to J. G. Totten, 1 June 1847, Entry 18, RG77, NARA Main;
Bearss, FortJefferson, 44; Entry 1229, RG'7'7, NARA SE.
23. H. G. Wright to J. G. Totten, 1 June 1847, Entry 18, RG77, NARA Main;
Bearss, FortJefferson, 44,6863; Roth, "Military Utilization of Key West and the
Dry Tortugas," 64; W. H. Chase toJos. B. Lancaster, 21 April 1855, Entry 1196,
RG77, NARA SE; Wm. H. Chase to Charles Tift, 23 December 1854, Entry
1196, RG77, NARA SE; Wm. H. Chase to J. G. Totten, 7 January 1855, Entry
1196, RG77, NARA SE; Entry 1229, Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE. Quote from
Chase to Lancaster.
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The money owners made from hiring slaves to the engineers
and the money they saved by shifting the costs of necessary care for
their slaves were the most obvious but least significantways the engineers affected slavery in Key West. To understand the affect of slave
hiring on the masters and the institution of slavery, it is necessary to
begin with the slave owners' motives. Purchasing slaves was a capital investment that produced social benefits for the slave owner.
Slaves could be bought and sold, mortgaged and inherited. The
possession of slaves marked the purchaser as a "man on the make,"
someone with a future. Young men sometimes bought slaves
before they bought land, and a master who acquired more slaves
than he could work, hired out some bondsmen at a profit. In this
way, hiring gave slavery a certain flexibility, allowing men with capital to acquire more slaves than they needed and relieving owners
of the need to sell slaves who were only temporarily unproductive.
At the same time, this practice also allowed individuals, businesses,
or even governments access to needed labor without making the
relatively large investment of purchasing slaves.z4
There were, however, a variety of other reasons for slave hiring. At the death of a slave owner the executor of the estate sometimes sought to provide income to minors or widows through
hiring practices, or slaves could be hired out in the same situation
to settle the estate's debts and preclude the sale of slaves or land.
Some slaveholders simply wanted to be relieved of the necessity of
managing their slaves, and they hired them out to others.
Especially relevant to the practice of slave hiring as it developed at
Key West are the observations of historians Robert S. Starobin and
Larry Eugene Rivers. They both point out that some southerners
rented out their skilled slaves solely to generate income, and
Starobin observes that "A few southerners . . . bought blacks solely
to realize profits from renting them to others." This was precisely
what happened on the Florida Reefs, and this motivation for hiring had a significant effect on how owners thought of their slaves
and, by extension, on how they conceived of ~1aver-y.~~
24. Julia Floyd Smith, Slavery and Plantation Growth in Antebellum Florida, 1821-1860
(Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1973), 74; Eugene D. Genovese, The
Political Economy of Slavery: Studies in the Economy and Society of the Slave South,
2d edition (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1989),223;Jonathon
D. Martin, Divided Mastery: Slave Hiring in the American South (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2004), '7475; Starobin, industrial Slavery, 129, 135.
25. Smith, S l a v q and Plantation Growth, 48, 74; Martin, Divided Mastery, 27, 76;
31-32.
Starobin, Industrial Slavery, 129; Rivers, Slavery in iTmMZda,
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In his study of slave hiring in the Old South, Jonathon D.
Martin criticizes historians for focusing almost entirely on the flexibility that hiring imparted to slavery as a labor system. While he
acknowledges this flexibility, Martin suggests that slave hiring had
other, more significant effects. He maintains "that hiring markets
induced slave owners to see their slaves less as a 'force' that could
be thinned or expanded only through sale and more as individual
units of investment return." In essence, slaveholders involved in
hiring came to see their slaves as investments from which they could
earn profits. This point of view was certainly prevalent among the
men who leased slaves to the engineers off Key West, as evidenced
by patterns of slave purchase, by the owners' willingness to let their
slaves work without receiving pay under certain circumstances, and
by the long-term nature of the engineers' slave hiring.26
The Key West pattern in which slave owners bought bondsmen
solely to lease to the engineers has already been discussed in connection with the support that the engineers' activities gave to slavery in Key West, but this pattern bears mentioning here because it
is also indicative of how these particular owners viewed their slaves.
Slave owners who primarily intended to lease out their bondsmen
for profit, and bought them with that goal in mind, would face a
serious financial loss if their bondsmen were suddenly and unexpectedly thrown out of work. In that situation, a profitable investment would become a dangerous liability as slaveholders would
have to maintain slaves who were not generating income. Thus, for
masters who bought slaves only to hire them out, it was imperative
to keep their slaves employed and either generating income or at
the very least relieving the owner of the financial responsibility of
caring for them by shifting that burden to the hirer. That Key West
slave leasers understood this imperative is made quite clear by their
response to the frequent shortfalls in federal fortification funding
during the declining years of the antebellum period.27
Fortification funding fluctuated from year to year in the
decade and a half before the Civil War as it became entangled with
domestic political issues. When money ran short for the engineers
on the Florida Reefs in 1856, Key West slaveholders proposed that
their slaves continue working, without pay, until and unless
Congress provided a new appropriation. In fact, the owners gave
26. Martin, Divided Mastery,9, 12-13, 17-19. Quote from 12-13.
27. Rivers, Slavery in Ebida, 82-83; Dibble, "Slave Rentals," 106.
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their written consent to this plan in a letter they sent to Capt.
Daniel P. Woodbury at Fort Jefferson. In the letter, slaveholders
agreed that if Congress refused to provide additional funding they
would give up their rights to any compensation at all, resolving "to
have no claim upon the U S Government or any individual for
such services." The slaveholders were gambling on a new appropriation. Their slaves would continue to work, but the owners
would only be paid if new funding became available. The slaveholders explained their willingness to take this risk when they
informed the superintending engineers that this agreement was
based on the owners "preferring [the slaves'] employment, [sic] to
idleness . . . particularly. . . as these slaves have been brought here
for employment on the Works at Forts Jefferson and Taylor." In
1856, the Secretary of War and the engineers approved the slaveholders' plan, although it became unnecessary when Congress provided additional money to fund the fortifications. But this 1856
proposal was not exceptional. Key West slaveholders made the
same suggestion in the spring of 1858and again in December 1860
when funding ran short. These arrangements demonstrate that
the slaveholders had no other profitable use for these bondsmen
and were willing to keep them at work without pay in order to shift
the responsibility of caring for the slaves to the engineers. When
funding was available, however, Key West slaveholders sought to
maximize the returns from their investments in slave capital
through long-term arrangements with the engineersSz8
Fort appropriations were made on an annual basis, and the
engineers could not sign long-term written contracts. Instead, officers and slaveholders developed informal understandings of long28. James Filor et a1 to D. P. Woodbury, 25 April 1856 (Enclosure in D. P.
Woodbury to J. G. Totten, 1 May 1856), Entry 18, RG77, NARA Main; D. P.
Woodbury to J. G. Totten, 1 May 1856, Entry 18, RG'77, NARA Main; H. G.
Wright to "Hon. Secy. of War" Uefferson Davis], 17 May 1856 (Endorsement
o n D. P. Woodbury toJ. G. Totten, 1 May 1856), Entry 18, RG7'7, NARA Main;
Jeffn. Davis, [Endorsement], 23 May 1856 (Endorsement o n D. P. Woodbury
to J. G. Totten, 1 May 1856), Entry 18, RG77, NARA Main; William D. Fraser
to J. G. Totten, 9June 1856, Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE; Bearss, FmtJefferson,
149. Quotes all from Filor et a1 to Woodbury; E. B. Hunt, "Circular," 8 January
1858, Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE; "Agreemnt for Employment of Slave
Labor at Ft. Taylor," 12 March 1858, Entry 1226, RG7'7, NARA SE; E. B. Hunt
to H. G. Wright, 8 April 1858, Entry 1196, RG77, NARA S1E; Foster, "This Place
is Safe," 96.
For a discussion of how unrelated political issues often influenced the annual fortification funding, see Smith, "The Corps of Engineers and National
Defense," 215-225, 274-323.
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term service that Ernest Dibble calls "gentlemen's agreements."
These verbal arrangements between the engineers and slaveholders
held out the possibility of long-term slave employment, which was a
necessary inducement for slave owners to purchase bondsmen for
lease to the military. Since these agreements were unwritten, however, they escaped the prohibition on more than annual contracts
even though they provided long-term slave employment.29
The long-term nature of these arrangements is confirmed by
an examination of the Fort Taylor payroll records. Certainly not
every, or even most slaveholders expected long term hire. Slave
hiring in Key West functioned to provide flexibility to slavery as a
labor force as it did elsewhere. Approximately two-thirds of the
414 slaves who worked on Fort Taylor from 1845 to 1861 worked
there for twelve months or less, and it is safe to assume that their
owners were trying to keep temporarily unproductive slaves productive. For the remaining third, however, the average work
tenure at Fort Taylor was just over three and a half years, a figure
that seems low until two important factors are considered. First,
this figure represents a study of only the Fort Taylor payrolls; it is
likely that if the Fort Jefferson payrolls were subjected to an
exhaustive analysis in concert with those from Fort Taylor, this
average length of service would be considerably higher because
both forts drew on Key West slaves for laborers, and a slave
employed at one fort during one year could have been hired out
to the other fort the next year. Second, the average length of service might seem low as a consequence of sales and purchases by
individual owners. Slaveholders may have sold individual slaves
but replaced them at the forts with their new "purchases." The
argument for long-term service is also supported by the fact that
out of the 137 slaves who worked more than a year at Fort Taylor,
nearly a quarter (or thirty-two) of them spent more than five years
there, while two slaves, Paul Browne and Lynn Mallory (sometimes
known as Lynn Moreno), each worked on Fort Taylor for just over
fourteen years.30
Since long-term agreements were verbal, the full implications
of this practice and the engineers' understanding of the slaveholders' needs was only fully illuminated when problems developed
that required the engineers to explain their labor practices. The
29. Dibble, "Slave Rentals," 103, 106; Dibble, AnteBellum Pensacola, 65.
30. Entry 1229, RG77, NARA SE.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol86/iss4/6

18

Society: Engineering Slavery: The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and Slavery

experience of Senator-Elect Stephen R Mallory in late 1851 provides a case in point. Mallory, a citizen of Key West who had long
been involved with the engineers' projects there, had leased several of his slaves to both forts Taylor and Jefferson. This was the situation when the Florida state legislature chose Mallory to be the
state's next United States Senator; the selection concerned Lt.
Horatio G. Wright at FortJefferson. Wright was uncertain whether
Mallory's hiring of slaves to the engineers would fall under an 1808
law that banned congressmen from having any contracts with the
government. So, Wright wrote to Chief EngineerJoseph G. Totten
for advice, and he gave the chief engineer his own opinion of the
matter. Wright argued that the law should not be applied to
Senator-Elect Mallory's slave hiring because, as Wright pointed
out, the slaves were hired "without entering into any contract" with
the owners. Totten was inclined to agree, but to be sure he passed
the query on to the Second Comptroller of the United States who
ruled that, with or without a written contract, Mallory's slaves had
to be dismissed from the works. In arguing on Mallory's behalf,
the engineers, while certainly trying to secure their own labor
force, were also acknowledging the informal, long-term agreements with slaveholdersby trying to keep Mallory's slaves at work.31
That the engineers were taking Mallory's side on this matter
is made perfectly clear by their complicity in a legal subterfuge
that allowed Mallory to keep his slaves at work on the two forts.
Several of the slaves in question were technically the property of
the Senator-Elect's wife, Angela Moreno Mallory, but by the prevailing gender standards of the mid-nineteenth century, any
income derived from those slaves would be controlled by her husband, Stephen. Mallory simply placed his wife's slaves into a trust
controlled by her brother, Fernando J. Moreno. Moreno then
leased the slaves back to the engineers under his own name and
paid the earnings to Angela, at which point they reverted to the
control of her husband, the soon-to-be Senator from Florida,
Stephen Mallory. The engineers, for their part, had to be aware
of the duplicity; they knew these slaves. They could hardly have
been ignorant of the fact that Mallory and Moreno were brothers31. Joseph T. Durkin, Confgdmate Navy Chi$ Stephen R Ma22ory (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1954; reprint, Columbia: University of
South Carolina Press, 1987), 48; H. G. Wright to J. G. Totten, 18August 1851,
Entry 18, RG77, NARA Main; Bearss, F'ortJgferson, 61; George Dutton to J. G.
Totten, 13 November 1851, Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE.
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in-law, as the engineers had long had dealings with both men.
But the engineers went along with the ruse, and Mallory continued to earn profits from his human investments, despite a federal law to the contrary.32
Additional evidence of the Key West slaveholders' new conception of their slaves as investments that were expected to return a
profit can be found in a complaint Senator Mallory lodged against
the engineers' labor practices in the winter of 1857-1858. It
appears that Mallory's complaint was prompted by a Fort Taylor circular issued by Lt. Edward Hunt. In early January, Hunt
announced that he would be reducing his slave labor force in the
coming April, although he specified that the reduction would be
distributed "as equitably as possible to the several [slave] owners."33
Shortly after this announcement, Mallory complained to the
Secretary of War about the labor practices at the forts on the
Florida Reefs. His complaint, on the surface, was focused on the
engineers' preference for northern laborers, especially skilled
workers, over laborers available from Key West. In reality, however,
Mallory's problem with the engineers' labor practices was closely
related to the Key West slaveholders' growing conception of their
slaves as individual investments. His real concern was that many of
the slaves working at the forts were doing so on a less than annual
basis, which meant that for a portion of each year some slaves were
returned to their owners. In addition, the Florida Senator complained that the white northern workers at the forts were paid more
than the slaves, clearly demonstrating his own concern about the
financial return that slave owners gained from their human investments. On the one hand, Mallory was looking out for the interests
of his constituents, but on the other hand, their interests were also
his, as the senator still had some of his own slaves hired out to the
engineers. Mallory's complaints were referred to the chief engineer who ordered Lt. Hunt at Fort Taylor and Capt. Daniel P.
Woodbury at Fort Jefferson to report on their labor practices.34
32. "Bill of Sale of Slaves form S. R. Mallory, In Trust, to F. J. Moreno," 1851,
Entry 1226, RG77, NARA SE; George Dutton to J. G. Totten, 13 November
1851, Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE.
33. E. B. Hunt, "Circular," 8 January 1858, Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE; E. B.
Hunt to H. G. Wright, 24 February 1858, Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE.
34. Reid, America5 F d r a s , 29; E. B. Hunt to H. G. Wright, 24 February 1858,
Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE; Durkin, Confideyate Navy Chi& 96; Bearss, Fort
Jefferson, 177.
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In their reports, the two officers deployed different arguments, but both men based their responses on the knowledge that
the slave owners of Key West required steady, constant employment for their bondsmen before hiring them to the engineers.
Capt. Woodbury noted that most of the work remaining on Fort
Jefferson was masonry, and most of his masons came from the
North. Woodbury accepted as a fact that northern masons would
only come to the Tortugas or Key West during the winter months
because of the summer heat and the area's reputation for yellow
fever. As a consequence, most of the work at Fort Jefferson was
done during the winter. But Woodbury added that since he had
taken over operations on Garden Key in 1856, he had increased
the force of slave laborers from forty to fifty-six, and had ended the
practice of discharging some of the slaves at Fort Jefferson each
summer, despite the slower pace of operations during the warmer
months. The captain of engineers shrewdly pointed out that if he
increased his winter labor force by hiring additional slaves, he
would be forced to discharge some at the beginning of each summer, adding, "To this the owners object. They would not send
Slaves here for employment during six months only of the year."
Woodbury was quite aware of the slaveholders' situation. They
could not allow their investments to become financial burdens for
half of each year. Woodbury knew this, and he used his knowledge
to defuse Senator Mallory's criticisms.35
Likewise, Lt. Hunt at Fort Taylor based his response to
Mallory's complaints on the needs of local Key West slaveholders.
Hunt, like Woodbury, also began with the need for skilled laborers, but he took a slightly different approach. Hunt tried to
demonstrate his dependence on skilled northern workers. He dismissed the local white mechanics at Key West as "too poor workmen to be of much use,'' before he examined the possibility of

35. D. P. Woodbury to S. Thayer, 28 February 1858, Entry 18, RG77, NARA Main;
Bearss, Fm-iJefferson, 1'7'7.
Not only did Captain Woodbury use his sharp mind to defuse the senator's
criticisms, but he also took advantage of the situation to advance the interests
of national defense and the Corps of Engineers. In his response to Mallory's
complaints, he added that "As long as appropriations are made annually the
Slaves now upon the Work may be retained Winter and Summer as heretofore," a hint that perhaps Senator Mallory's energies would be better spent in
securing the passage of the annual fortification funding rather than in pestering the engineers about their slave hiring practices.
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using skilled slaves at Fort Taylor. After a thorough investigation
of slave labor at Fort Taylor, Hunt claimed that over the entire history of the fort's construction, slave mechanics accounted for just
over three percent of the entire slave force, and during no single
month from 1845 to 1858 had there been more than five skilled
slaves working on Fort Taylor. In short, Hunt carefully demonstrated that he had to depend on skilled workers from the North.36
Once he established this fact, Lt. Hunt went on to prove that
northern workers would only come to Key West in the cooler,
healthier winter. He did this by examining the prevalence of yellow
fever on the island, referring to repeated outbreaks of the disease in
1854, 1856, and 1857. Most telling, Hunt calculated the human cost
to the engineers of building a fort on the disease-ridden island,
remarking that "It is a sad commentary on the health of this place
that the yellow fever here carried off Capt. Ueremiah] Scanit [sic]
and Major [William] Fraser, while Major [George] Dutton and
Lieut. [Masillon] Harrison have since being relieved, died elsewhere, making four out of ten Engineers stationed here since 1851,
now dead." Because of this deadly reputation, Hunt argued, northem workers would only come to Key West during the winter?'
After he had shown the necessity of using northern skilled
workers as well as their refusal to work in the summer, Hunt used
these conditions to justify curtailing operations during the summer because "When no masons, carpenters &c are working it is
impossible to provide employment for a large force of laborers
without an utter sacrifice of the true interests of Fort Taylor."
Hunt appealed to public interest to justify summer reduction of
the slave workforce, but he simultaneously carefully qualified his
annual summer reduction.38
Hunt specified that the only slaves dismissed at the beginning of
summer were those explicitly hired for the winter months only. This
36. E. B. Hunt to H. G. Wright, 24 February 1858, Entry 1196, RG77, NARPl SE;
[E. B. Hunt], "Statement of the number of Slaves employed on Fort Taylor
since its beginning" (Enclosure in E. B. Hunt to H. G. Wright, 24 February
1858), Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE.
Hunt did not give his figures of slave mechanics as a percentage but in tabular form. The numbers he provided, however, were used to calculate a percentage, 3.05% to be precise, of slave mechanics. A detailed examination of
the Fort Taylor monthly pay rolls, however suggests that Hunt's numbers were
on the low side and that skilled slaves actually made up 5.78% of the Fort
Taylor workforce. See also Entry 1229, RG77, NARA SE.
37. E. B. Hunt to H. G. Wright, 24 ~ebruary1858, Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE.
38. Ibid.
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qualification meant that Lt. Hunt's slave hiring practices functioned
in two ways at Key West. Slaves hired annually created the opportunity for slave owners to make long-term investments and realize
long-term gains from their bondsmen. In this capacity, Hunt's labor
practices contributed to the shifting perception of slaves as individual investments. Through the practice of hiring some slaves for the
winter only, Hunt gave slave owners more flexibility with their labor
force by creating a financially profitable outlet for slaves that were
only temporarily unproductive. In essence, Hunt gave the owners
the best of both worlds: long-term returns and short-term flexibility. He used this dual system toj u s w the fluctuating size of his labor
force in the face of Senator Mallory's complaints?9
Hunt also argued that if he could not dismiss his short-term
slaves in the summer, he would not have enough money to maintain his operations at Fort Taylor all year, and he would have to
send all slave workers back to their owners by the end of June. He
added that if this became necessary, he would "regret having to discharge, for a lack of funds, any [of the slaves hired on an annual
basis] . . . because it would be extremely injurious to the owners."
Aware that Mallory's complaint about labor practices hinged on
potential financial setbacks to the slaveholders, Hunt answered the
senator's complaint on the same basis because he understood that
those owners whose slaves were hired for the entire year had little
else to do with their investments should operations at Fort Taylor
shut down. In the end, however, the elaborate arguments of
Woodbury and Hunt counted for little, and Senator Mallory got
his way in the matter. The Engineer Department instructed both
officers to arrange their future operations to prevent a reduction
of the slave force during the summer months.40
Across the slaveholding South, the practice of slave leasing
usually came at a cost. When slaves were hired, mastery, the total
control that each owner theoretically held over each slave, was
divided as both owners and renters struggled to maintain this control for themselves. The reason for this division was that mastery
was both a labor issue and a cultural imperative. Renters of slaves
wanted the social status conferred by mastery as well as the labor.
But because slave hiring created slaves with two masters, it was
39. Ibid.
40. Ibid.; Bears, Fmt Jefferson, 178; E. B. Hunt to R. E. DeRussy, 8 February 1860,
Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE.
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according to historian Jonathon D. Martin, "a source of social and
cultural strain . . . [that] could engender dissension among whites
over how the system of slavery should operate" as hirers and owners both sought to secure their respective rights over the slaves.
Hirers sought ways to support their claims of total control over the
slaves they hired, while owners tried to protect their own rights to
mastery over the slaves they owned.41
At Key West, however, divided mastery seems to have been less
of a problem as indicated by an examination of the legal contracts
that generally governed hiring arrangements across the South.
These binding legal agreements were necessary because hirers had
no self-interest in caring for their temporary property, and owners
did not trust the hirers to care for the bondsmen properly. As a consequence, slaveholders crafted meticulous contracts that put careful
limits on the hirers' mastery. These contracts spelled out not just
the price and length of service, but also the quality and quantity of
food and clothing provided to the hired slaves, who would pay for
medical care should it be necessary, and, invariably, they also
required that the slaves be treated humanely. All of these stipulations were designed to limit the hirers' control over the slaves and,
by extension, to protect the owners' long-term invest~nents.~~
The written protections for the slaveholders provided by the hiring contracts did not exist in slave hiring as practiced by the engineers at Key West because there were no written contracts. Instead,
the oral gentlemen's agreements took their place. But these verbal
arrangements only assured slave owners of long-term work for their
bondsmen; they did not provide the owners with any formal protections for their property rights. It may be that this lack of contractual
protection was acceptable to the owners because the engineers, many
of them northerners with no special affinity for slavery or a slave society, had no interest in the social benefits of mastery. They only needed labor, not control, and as a result, they did not threaten or divide
the owners' complete mastery over the slaves they leased.
In general, the problems created by engineer slave hiring at Key
West were relatively minor. Only once in fifteen years did the
absence of written hiring contracts create a problem for the Key
West slaveholders, and by the time this problem arose, much bigger
41. Martin, Divided Mastery, 81, 3 , 4 3 , 105-108. Quote from 43.
42. Ibid., 73-74, 95; Wade, Slavery in the Cities, 38; Smith, Slavry and Plantation
Growth, 7 6 7 7 ; Starobin, Industrial S l a v q , 128, 131-32.
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concerns were on the horizon for all southern slaveholders. One of
the items specified by most hiring contracts was the location of the
work to be performed; without contracts, Key West slaveholders did
not have this protection. In the spring of 1861, after the Civil War
had already begun, Fort Pickens off Pensacola was found in need of
repairs. Pensacola was in Confederate hands and no slaves could be
hired locally. As a result, Col. Harvey Brown, a line officer at Fort
Jefferson, sent twenty-one slaves from the Tortugas to Fort Pickens
in Pensacola. The owners of these slaves complained vociferously
that their property rights had been violated by the move. They sent
a local citizen to Pensacola to retrieve them, although he failed.
Because of the oral gentlemen's agreements used by the owners and
engineers at Key West, the owners had no written contractual protections limiting where their slaves could be employed. The slaves
remained at Fort Pickens. In fact, when Secretary of State William
H. Seward stepped in to issue a final decision on the matter, he
turned the long-term verbal agreements against the slaveholders,
noting that Key West slaveholders "a long time ago hired to the . . .
government a number of slaves . . . to be employed as laborers in
[sic] the fortifications of the United States for a term of years not yet
expired. . . . It is not complained . . . that the masters are not paid
or to be paid . . . . It must be entirely immaterial to the master
whether the slaves work at the Tortugas or . . . at Fort Pickens."
While Seward certainly confirmed the long-term nature of the slave
hiring agreements, the Secretary of State also pointed out that these
arrangements provided no contractual protections for the owners'
mastery. The removal of these slaves from Fort Jefferson, however,
was the only real problem of mastery to arise at Key West. Moreover,
it only happened after and because of the outbreak of the Civil War,
which made the immediate repairs to Fort Pickens necessary and
which also removed the local slave labor supply as an option. Before
divided mastery became a problem at Key West, the Union itself had
to be divided in war.43
Another aspect of the division of mastery missing from Key
West was the responsibility of the hirers to meet certain criteria
imposed to protect the slave owners' property. While all hirers
accepted such responsibilities, those imposed on the engineers
were not nearly as stringent as they were in places where mastery
43. Martin, Divided Mastery, 73-74,99; Josiah H. Shinn, comp., FortJefferson and Its
Commander, 1861-2 (Governor's Island, NY: 1910) , 15; Dibble, Ante-BeZZum
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was more divided. Throughout the South, not only were hirers
responsible for the physical well-being of the bondsmen they
hired, but if hired slaves were unable to work due to illness or
escape, the hirer bore the burden. There were no adjustments in
the wage paid to owners for missed time, and hirers paid the cost
of tracking and recapturing escaped slaves. If a hired slave made
a successful escape, southern courts generally held the hirers
financially responsible unless they could prove that the escape was
not their fault. All of these hirer responsibilities were designed to
protect the owners' property, and they were required because of
the division of mastery. But in Key West, where mastery was hardly divided, the engineers escaped most of these re~~onsibilities.~~
Engineers provided food, housing and, occasionally, medical
care to the slaves they hired, but that was the extent of the engineers' responsibilities as slave hirers. Other requirements imposed
to protect the owners' property were missing from the system of
slave hiring used by the engineers on the Florida Reefs, although
this was a relatively recent development in the late antebellum period. In the 1820s and 1830s, Lt. Cornelius A. Ogden was working on
the fortifications below Mobile, and like engineers across the
South, he hired slaves for his unskilled labor force. Ogden paid the
owners of his slaves a monthly wage, and he provided the bondsmen with food, clothing, quarters, and medical care. But if one of
Ogden's hired slaves died or ran away, the engineers were obligated to pay the owner the full yearly wage, and in the event of work
missed for illness or other reasons, Ogden was not allowed to
reduce the monthly pay. It was a very traditional form of slave hiring in which the engineers as the hirers assumed many of the risks
of slave ownership as a protection for the owners' property rights.45
At forts Taylor and Jefferson, however, the engineers employed
a different system. According to the Fort Taylor payrolls, owners
were paid for the actual time that their slaves spent at work. Wages
Pmacola, 65; S. R. Mallory to [unknown], 27 May 1861, Perkins Library, Duke
University, reproduced in Dibble, Ante-Bellum Pmacola, 113; H. G. Wright to
E. B. Hunt, 7 May 1861, Entry 1226, RG77, NARA SE; [William H. Seward],
"Memorandum, Department of State," 7 May 1861, RG77, reproduced in
Dibble, Ante-Bellum Pensacola, 80.
44. Smith, Slavery and Plantation G~owth,77; Robert William Fogel and Stanley L.
Engerman, Time on the Cross: The Economics of Negro Slavery (New York: W. W.
Norton, 1974), 57; Martin, Divided Mastery, 12425, 146; Starobin, Industrial
Slauery, 128-29.
45. Dibble, Ante-Bellum Pensacola, 61.
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were based on the number of days worked, which were tabulated at
the end of each month to determine the amount of pay owed to each
slaveholder. In other words, on the Florida Reefs, the slave owners,
not the hirers, took the loss for time missed because of illness or
absence. This represented a significant savings for the engineers
when worker absentee rates at the forts are taken into consideration.
In December 1854, the absentee rate for slave workers at Fort Taylor
was over twenty-eight percent. That rate had dropped by early 1858,
but in February of that year, it was still at almost eleven percent.
These absences, however, represented a loss for the owners of the
slaves, and not the engineers who hired them.46
Not only did the engineers on the Florida Reefs avoid responsibility for absences from work by hired slaves, but they also avoided
liability for the cost of recapturing attempted runaways and perhaps
even for the cost of lost property in the case of successful escapes.
When seven slaves attempted to escape from the engineer operations in the Tortugas in the summer of 1847, the civilian clerk, Dr.
Whitehurst, did lead an attempt to recapture them. The engineers,
however, did not pay for this effort. Lt. Wright made that perfectly
clear when he reported the entire episode to the chief engineer.
Wright remarked that his report was "furnished to the [Engineer]
Dept. for its information and not for any action thereon; no action
is necessary as the costs of the recovery of the negroes are charged
on the owners and not on the work." It also seems likely that had
these seven runaways successfully escaped, the engineers would not
have been liable for the owners7loss of property. After the slaves
were caught, Wright established a guard to prevent future escapes,
noting that this watch "had the effect of assuring the owners of the
security of their slaves." This comment implies that the owners had
no other such assurances and that the engineers would not be held
responsible for lost property in the event of a successful escape.47
In the end, the engineers avoided many of the standard
responsibilities of slave hirers because their version of the system
did not divide mastery as hiring did elsewhere. The engineers
sought only labor, and as a result the mastery of Key West slave46. Entry 1229, RG77, NARA SE; Wm. H. Chase to J. G. Totten, 7 January 1855,
Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE; [E. B. Hunt], "Statement of health and of
absences from work of enrolled men of Fort Taylor, Ha., in January and
February 1858" (Enclosure in E. B. Hunt to H. G. Wright, 24 February 1858),
Entry 1196, RG77, NARA SE.
47. H. G. Wright to J. G. Totten, 21 July 1847, Entry 18, RG77, NARA Main.
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holders remained largely intact, and they enjoyed all the benefits
of slave hiring with only few of its disadvantages. The arrangement
produced few of the frictions and tensions that pervaded slave hiring elsewhere in the South. Instead, slave hiring by the engineers
strengthened the institution of slavery at Key West by creating a
reason for slaveholders to bring more bondsmen to the island; it
provided significant financial returns to the slave owners and an
outlet for temporarily unproductive slaves on the small island.
And all of this came about because of the involvement and support
of the federal government and its agents, the engineers.

Table I: Slave Wwkers at Fort Taylor
YEAR Total
Slave
%
fiom
Slave Workersfrom
Wmkers Key West
Key West
1845
7
6
87.18%

Avg.

34

30

89.44%

Key Wmt
Slave
Population
192
197
268
301
371
430
376
335
274
Not Available
349
Not Available
Not Available
Not Available
430
435
N/A

% gKey West
Slave
Population
2.95%
13.96%
15.39%
5.37%
10.69%
7.56%
6.83%
1.97%
6.81%
Not Available
15.52%
Not Available
Not Available
Not Available
7.89%
8.45%
8.62%

Source: Monroe County Tax Rolls; 1850 Florida Slave Schedules; United States,
Census Office, The United States in 1860; Compiled Ji-om the Original Returns of the
Eighth Census, Under the Direction of the Secretary of the Interior (Washington, DC:
Government Printing Office, 1864), 55; RG77, Entry 1229, NARA SE.
NOTE: Slaves per year were calculated by adding up the total number of slave
workers each month, dividing by 12, and then rounding to the nearest whole number. For maximum accuracy in the percentages, they were calculated using the
actual fractional numbers generated for slaves per year (before rounding). The
result is that dividing the number of Key West slave workers by the total number of
slave workers will not provide precisely the same percentage displayed in the column headed "% from Key West."
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Table 2: Expenditures &Key West Slaue P q t ~ z l l a ~ m
YEIAR Fortification Expenditures
Fort Taylor Slang
Key W a t Slave
(ForLs.Jqjerson €9 Taylm;)
Pay ExpendiLures
Pqbulatim
1845
$17,000.00
$2,061.16
192
1846
$63,000.00
$10,163.89
197
1847
$134,000.00
$12,896.75
268
1848
$53,700.00
$4,768.78
301
1849
$87,300.00
$14,029.76
371
1850
$1 12,900.00
$9,734.90
430
1851
$89,500.00
$8,234.26
376
1852
$47,600.00
$1,673.91
335
1853
$0.00
$6,167.63
274
1854
$100,000.00
$10,452.15
Not Available
1855
$248,917.50
$22,934.58
349
$251,062.63
$13,110.11
1856
Not Available
1857
$300,019.87
$15,294.61
Not Available
1858
$500,000.00
$15,929.70
Not Available
1859
$225,000.00
$15,356.97
430
1860
$159,000.00
$17,240.65
435
Source: S. Ex. Doc.No. 196, 47th Cong., 1st Sess. (1882), 54244; Monroe County
Tax Rolls; 1850 Florida Slave Schedules; United States, Census Office, The United
States in 1860; Compiled from the Original Returns of the Eighth Census, Uncler the
Direction of the Secretary of the Intaaor(Washington,DC: Government Printing Ofice,
18 64), 55; RG77, Entry 1229, NARA SE.
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